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TRANSCRIPTION

[00:01]
TW:

Today is Monday, April 25th, 2022. My name is Todd Welch from the Merrill-Cazier Library Special
Collections and Archives. This afternoon, we are interviewing Ellie Wilhite, a resident assistant for
Resident Life at Utah State University. This is another oral history interview for the COVID
Collection Project. Joining us on the interview is Tameron Williams, the COVID Collection Project
graduate intern.
Good afternoon, Ellie.

EW:

Good afternoon.

TW:

So let's start by asking what academic year you are in currently and what you are studying at Utah
State University.
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EW:
TW:

I'm just finishing up my third year here at Utah State, so I'm a junior. And I'm a double major in
economics and finance. Sorry. I've changed my major, so that was all.
And you are also a resident assistant at Utah State University working for Resident Life. When were
you first hired as a resident assistant?

EW:

I was hired in November of 2019, but I began work January of 2021. 2020. Sorry. January of 2020
was my start date.

TW:

And during that time, during January 2020 to the present, what dorms have you or are you serving as a
resident assistant?

EW:

So I have stayed in LLC over in West Campus. And I have served Buildings F and then C and now
currently D. So when I was in Building F, I covered two floors, which is 48 residents. And when I
was in Building C, I covered one floor because that's the honors building with extra RAs. And that
was 24 residents. And now I cover 48 residents in Building D.

[02:03]
TW:

And is the 24 to 48 resident, is that a typical number that most resident assistants manage?

EW:

I'm not sure about other areas of campus, but in the LLC, most RAs cover 48 residents unless you're
over Building C or Building A.

TW:

What type of training do resident assistants receive?

EW:

Just in general or regards to COVID?

TW:

Just in general. Let's talk pre-COVID. What were the general training and role that resident assistants
played?

EW:

So because resident assistants are mandated reporters, which means if a student comes to us and tells
us something that is sensitive information regarding Title IX issues or things that might be apparent to
their health or the health of others, we will have to report those through a system used in Residence
Life. We use Maxient. We also report through Title IX and student of concern reports. So we were
trained on what to look for, how to deal with those kind of conflicts, as well as just normal job
function stuff, like how to check out items when working in the office, how to deal with conflict, what
the job really consists of, how to complete roommate agreements, which is just saying who's going to
do the dishes and how quickly. Those are mostly the kind of things we covered in training.
We went through rigorous training regarding sexual assault and mental health, but we coasted pretty
quickly through the vast amount of information we needed to know just in our day-to-day jobs.

[04:00]
TW:

So in late 2019, early 2020, news on the international and national networks talked about a virus that
began in China but soon left the borders of China and permeated into other countries around the world
and slowly but surely in a matter of weeks became a pandemic that had reached the United States in
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January of 2020. I'm curious as to what Resident Life and how they communicated the potential
impact of the COVID virus on the dorms and how the resident assist – the role residence assistants
should play. If you could talk a little bit about that discussion in the February/March of 2020 timeline.
EW:

So before anything shut down, we received very little information. It was very preliminary,
cautionary, you know, as COVID is coming into the United States, something might happen, but we
have no idea what it is. And that's pretty much all the information we received before anything
happened.
A few days before school shut down and went all online, we received extra instruction. My
supervisor, whose name is Amanda Bevington, she was our residence director. She called us into
meetings almost every day when COVID was approaching and the school shutdown was imminent,
we didn't know what was going on, but she gave us as much information as she was able to glean.
She was in meetings with Noelle Cockett discussing what should be done.

[05:52]
And, thankfully, she gave us all the information that she could. And that was really helpful for me to
be able to complete my job and also stay in the know as a student.
TW:

Were resident assistants asked to collect information from the residents in the dorms about the
concerns or questions they had and pass it on to Resident Life or to other entities on USU campus?

EW:

That mostly happened after school shut down. We as RAs often gather questions from residents even
before COVID was a thing because we're the voice of the students, but I think one time we gathered
questions from residents. The meetings with Amanda, my supervisor, were mostly to inform us of
answers to potential questions. So we were prepared to answer them instead of just pass them along.

TW:

So you had mentioned school shutting down, which meant that classes moved from face-to-face to
remote, and there was an eight-day closure where I know that the academic and instructional services
were for faculty throughout the USU system to move the classes to an online environment.

EW:

Yes.

TW:

How did that impact you as a student at Utah State University?

EW:

It was quite overwhelming. I – This was still my freshman year. Not a lot of freshmen got hired to be
RAs. So because I was in a unique position of grappling with a new job and freshman year and a new
global pandemic, it was very, very overwhelming for me. Thankfully my supervisor provided a lot of
support and was very patient in answering my questions and the questions of my residents, like we
talked about before. But as a student, I just kind of shut down a little bit.

[07:58]
I let the information come to me, but I wasn't ready to examine what I was feeling because I knew it
would be too overwhelming for me to deal with in the timeframe.
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TW:
EW:

Were you able to complete your studies that semester, or did you have to take a withdrawal or
anything like that?
I did complete my studies that semester. I think I took one class as a pass/fail, but I have completed
my studies. I've been a full-time student doing a double major. I think at the time I was taking 18
credits, but it's possible that I dropped a class. I have been taking at least 15 credits every semester
since I started to keep my scholarship, which was stressful.

TW:

You had mentioned the shutting down of face-to-face classes, and I gave the eight-day period, and
then we were back up and running, but only remotely. What impact did that decision by the university
to move to remote only course delivery affect the dorms that you were the resident assistant for?

EW:

So things at the dorms got kind of crazy at that point. The LLC, where I've been working for the past
few years, is primarily freshman housing as well as specifically freshman athletes. So everyone was
as confused as I was. I was the youngest person in the building at that point, but my residents didn't
know that, which was very beneficial to me. But people were moving out at a rate that I didn't think
was possible for the university. People were wondering about whether their housing contracts would
be canceled or refunded, if they would have to move, if they would be able to move. Lots of questions
surfaced up around there.

[10:02]
A unique function of a resident assistant is that we have to facilitate every single checkout that takes
place of every individual student basically at the student's discretion at this point. Usually we ask that
we have 24 hours in advance to plan for a checkout, but that was no longer viable. So I found myself
juggling a job whose hours had increased exponentially as well as online school and all of the
uncertainty that comes with being in a pandemic. So that was difficult.
Dorm life kind of shut down at the same time as it was livening up. People were out and about not
knowing what to do. Some were just really excited that classes were no longer in person, and they
weren't taking the pandemic seriously. Some people were taking it far more seriously and were
impossible to get in contact with. The degrees of information and, like, sense of trouble about the
pandemic – That may not be right word I want to use. People were anxious, and people were not
anxious, and that divide became pretty apparent in dorm life.
TW:

And how did that manifest itself? Were there arguments amongst the students, or did you have issues
in trying to get one side to comply and the other side to lower the temperature in the room?

EW:

That mostly presented itself the following semester.

TW:

Okay.

EW:

So fall of 2020.

TW:

We'll get to that point, then.

EW:

Sounds good.

TW:

The other question that I think that – we're talking about spring semester of 2020 –
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EW:
TW:

Uh-huh. [affirmative].
– was signage. Was there PPE? Did we have social distancing guidelines for those students that
decided to stay in the dorms through the remainder in the second half of the second – of the spring
semester 2020?

[12:09]
EW:

So as far as I recall, PPE was not provided to any student. The resident assistants were provided with
PPE when we do rounds every night, which is a walk-through of all of the buildings to make sure
ovens are turned off and students are complying with quiet hours. We were instructed to wear masks
as well as gloves, which had not been the case before, and we were instructed to do rounds twice a day
to encourage students to social distance and wear masks, but we couldn't institute any policy at that
point that required them to. So there were no consequences for students who decided not to social
distance or wear masks.
Signage was another part of your question. We did have signage. We tried to get as much
information out to students as possible. In my dorm particularly, students left as fast as they could.

TW:

How many stayed?

EW:

So my floor has spaces for 24 people, and those were all full until COVID hit, and then it was me and
one other guy at the end of the hall. There were more residents upstairs, so I think I had, like, eight
people out of the 48, including myself, staying, which was really isolating and really difficult.

TW:

In that first spring 2020 semester, when COVID impacted the university, were there any cleaning or
janitorial protocols that were put in place due to the COVID scare that was going on on campus?

EW:

Oh, that's a good question. We do have a cleaning and janitorial staff specific for the LLC, and I
believe that they had additional protocol. They would sanitize spaces more frequently. But we were
also encouraged to sanitize spaces ourselves.

[14:06]
And then looking forward just a little bit into the following semesters, they had hand sanitizer as well
as, like, cleaning solutions and Clorox wipes implemented in all spaces in the dorms available for use.
TW:

So let's talk about fall semester of 2020. The decision was made in June of 2020 that there would be a
return of students to campus in the fall semester, and I know that both the academic side and the
business side were preparing for the return of students. What did Resident Life do as far as
communicate with the resident assistants about a return of the students, and what additional trainings,
additional resources were resident assistants given in preparation for the beginning of fall semester?

EW:

That is a good question. So resident assistants usually come up to campus two weeks before the
beginning of the semester. One week to be there for training, and the next week students have
Connections, so a lot of freshmen move into the dorms to complete that Connections course, and we
want to be all trained before that happens. So fall of 2020 we had a week to a week and a half of
training about the RA positions, kind of like I talked about before, but far more about COVID than
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ever before, obviously. They were informing us of new policies that were in place and how we were
supposed to carry out those policies.
I think it's important to note as well that none of this information was available to us until we got to
training. So we didn't know if we were going to be required to wear masks in the building. We didn't
know if we were going to be able to visit people from other buildings. We were kind of in the dark
until we got there, and our residents were in the dark until they showed up.
[16:03]
TW:

And so to answer some of the questions you just asked –

EW:

Uh-huh. [affirmative].

TW:

– were there the ability to be able to visit people in different dorms, or were you required to wear
masks? What about the common areas? Are there common areas in the LLC, and how were those
managed?

EW:

That is a lot of really good questions, and I'll try to cover all of them. First out, the layout of the LLC,
there are six buildings, and five of them are the same. So those five have four floors, each with three
rooms for eight people. And then those rooms have a kitchenette in them, so, like, a sink and a fridge
and a microwave, but nothing else. And then for two floors you have one oven, one stove, and
another fridge. So essentially 48 people share the stove and the oven, which means that we rely
heavily on meal plans, which factored in a lot with COVID, because, obviously, the marketplace
dining locations on campus became a huge concern.
So there are also laundry rooms on each floor that are available for free for every resident, and there's
a lounge area, where there's either a pool table or a Ping-Pong table. And I think one floor has a
Foosball table as well as some desks and couches. So there are common areas, and each community is
different based on how frequently residents would use those common areas.
So the policies that came in place of fall of 2020, students were required to wear masks as long as they
were outside of their suite, which is their room that has eight rooms in it. So if they were in their own
space using their microwave or their fridge, they weren't required to wear a mask, but as soon as they
stepped out of that room to do laundry or to go cook something or to go outside, they would be
required wear a mask.

[18:07]
To come into the building, you would be required to wear a mask. Social distancing policies, there
wasn't really any way we could implement that. We had room capacity restricted – restrictions posted
in every room saying this room should only have eight people at a time in it to try to kind of bring
down the amount of people in a room, but we were not given protocol for how to enforce that.
So – And that's not really the role of a resident assistant. The job of a resident assistant as far as
communicating information to the university is about reporting. So when a student would not be
wearing a mask, we would write down their name and A number and write a report saying this person
was not wearing a mask on this day, but enforcement is not necessarily our job.
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Let's see, you were not allowed to visit buildings that you were not contracted to at that time. So in
spring of to 2020, before all of these COVID policies were formalized and put in place, you could
visit any building in the LLC. All residents' keys would get them into any of the buildings until 10:00
p.m. So frequently people would go to other buildings. And that suddenly became not a possibility
starting in fall of 2020. So if let's say, for example, if one of my residents had a partner that didn't live
in our building, the partner could not visit. And this was really, really difficult for students, and it
caused a huge rift and wedge between resident assistants and residents. So we became more of a
police force than a tool for advocacy.
[20:10]
Were there any other questions that I missed?
TW:

Oh, I imagine that you've set the stage now for unintentional conflict that would occur with residents,
with their friends and partners that didn't necessarily live in their dorm, with regulations that some
may or may not comply with. Other than reporting, was there any time when you needed to call on
public safety or Resident Life to help in mitigating some of this conflict?

EW:

Yeah. So before I answer that question, I want to outline that spring of 2020 had its own COVID
protocol that wasn't particularly set in stone, and then fall to spring 2020 and 2021 had its own
protocol. But then this year there's also been a particular way of handling COVID policy, and I'd like
to speak to that eventually, but I want to answer your question first. Can you remind me what your –

TW:

Well, you were talking about the fall of 2020.

EW:

Hm-hmm. [affirmative].

TW:

And we can even go into spring of 2021.

EW:

Hm-hmm. [affirmative].

TW:

And the potential for conflict because –

EW:

Oh, yeah.

TW:

– people want to visit or some people want to wear masks and others don't. And I'm sure that there's
conflict between those two points of view or perspectives, and here you are the resident assistant
trying to follow and comply with protocols and maybe reporting noncompliance. Were there any
times when you needed to call for extra help because the conflict was beyond just the reporting or it
needed immediate action?

EW:

Yes, that has happened. We have a protocol set in place for that. It's called a Pro Staff on call, which
just means a professional staff member like my residence director, like I mentioned before.

[22:07]
We received a different residence director from the spring of 2020 to the fall of 2020, but that
individual is someone that we could always call on at any point.
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An example of a time that Pro Staff on call had to be contacted is when residents would be required by
the university to quarantine and they would break that quarantine. So this happened a concerning
amount of times. Do you want me to get to this later?
TW:

No. I actually want to ask the question about –

EW:

Yeah, go for it.

TW:

It seemed like between the first full academic year and the second academic year there were changes
in the way the university approached quarantining. If somebody tested positive, did they actually
move them to a dorm for 14 days or 10 days or however long it was, but in the second year they
actually had them quarantine in place? And what did that mean for the LLC, where it seems like there
were eight people that possibly could have been exposed in some cases?
So walk us through exactly what the protocols that first full academic year of fall 2020, spring of 2021
and potential for or there were infected residents that you were responsible for as a resident assistant?

EW:

Yeah, I will speak to that. Because, like you said, there are eight people living so closely together,
moving someone to a quarantine location is not always the most conducive for containing COVID. So
what would happen is if one person tested positive in the room and no one else tested positive, that
one person would be relocated for a short period of time. If multiple people in the room tested
positive, sometimes they would be moved; sometimes the other residents would be moved.

[23:59]
It just – based on how much room they had. Yeah. That was basically the policy. But that required
students to report that they had tested positive, which did not always occur.
I remember fall 2020. So this was – At this point people with certain political ideologies wanted to
make it clear that they didn't believe in COVID or that they thought that the protocols were
unnecessary and that they were young and healthy and therefore protected and not danger to anyone
else.
So my friend who also worked as a resident assistant in the LLC, her residents went to a Halloween
party after testing positive for COVID, after being told by the university to quarantine, and they went
out and infected other people. And that became a huge policy issue, because that is defined as a threat
to other people's safety and well-being. And that was a discussion with Whit Milligan, as you
mentioned before, ongoing for months and months.
And from what I understand, not much happened to the students who broke COVID policy, which was
really frustrating to me and to fellow RAs. We were at the forefront of seeing student behavior and
reporting it, which means we saw how little was being done to protect us, which was really frustrating.
Personally and not professionally, I felt as if the university could have done more for my personal
safety or, like, emotional well-being. And I was really frustrated that not a lot of people received
retribution for repeatedly not wearing a mask or for putting other people in danger.
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[26:05]
So I'm going to answer probably a future question really quickly. So fall 2020, spring 2021, academic
year two, is different than academic year three because in year two people were asked to fill out the
COVID questionnaire, which says: Have you tested positive? Who have you exposed? All of that
kind of information so they can provide meals and a quarantine space for you.
By the time year three rolled around, we were not instructed to provide that questionnaire to any of the
residents. Everything changed. It was as if COVID had disappeared in the eyes of the university,
which was really frustrating for personally and for a lot of resident assistants, but for some people in
my job it was a relief because it was easier for them to do their jobs and they thought that it was fine.
So when residents would test positive, they would be asked to quarantine if they knew about the
survey and if they filled out the survey, but there were no consequences if they broke their quarantine.
So my girlfriend is an RA in the building across from me, and – which is now a secret, so I hope –
This isn't released for ten weeks, so that will be given. Anyway, she has a roommate who tested
positive and didn't quarantine, and there were no repercussions for him. This has happened a couple
times this year throughout the LLC. We've informed our supervisor, and really nothing could be done,
according to him.
So he broke his quarantine, and he was making fun of his roommate, who asked him to wear a mask
because felt uncomfortable because he was COVID positive, and they lived in a very small space.
And that was the only thing that he could receive retribution for was for mocking another student.
[28:07]
So it's like – It's a ridiculous public safety concern that just kind of got brushed under the rug because
we didn't have the resources to do anything about it.
TW:

Let me ask you this. And you're touching on a lot of different things that I think just pump up the
amount of mental health, stress, possible conflict, open or otherwise, with residents. How did it play
out? And were you in discussions with other resident assistants on campus that were feeling some of
the same or experiencing some of the same things? Was there a lot of discussion? And did Resident
Life come in and support resident assistants by talking through some of these – or creating some
strategies that might have lowered some of the stress that you were experiencing that you just talked
about?

EW:

I had hoped that we would receive more support as resident assistants, citing really concerning cases
of public safety, but we didn't. I have close connections with a lot of the resident assistants I work
with, and we discuss what we can, because we're under nondisclosure agreements right now, which is
why I'm being a little bit vague with what I'm saying.

TW:

That's perfect. That's what we want [laughs]. We do not want specifics.

EW:

Yeah. So under what we can discuss with our nondisclosure agreements, we have – we saw common
issues that we were having that had no solution we could do, but we saw solutions that our supervisors
could provide. We asked them to provide these solutions, and then they didn't, which was really
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frustrating because it's not – it's not like someone is having a conflict over, like, too much stuff in the
freezer, over an unvacuumed floor.
[30:06]
It's a concern to people's health and emotional well-being. Living in such tight quarters with people
who you know don't care about keeping other people safe takes an emotional toll that I don't know I
could describe.
I have an anxiety disorder, and I also have undiagnosed autism, which increases my anxiety,
especially in a living space that feels uncomfortable to me. So living in a dorm with those kind of
tensions were unimaginable to me, and I had more resources than anyone else did. As a resident
assistant, I felt I could do more. So when conflicts around COVID arose, it was my job to meet with
people, to talk to them, and to appear unbiased, which I did not do a great job of, honestly. I just told
people to wear masks. And that was – It made dorm living much more contentious than I anticipated.
TW:

So when the second or the third, rather –

EW:

Hm-hmm. [affirmative].

TW:

– following your timeline, which you're right, we're in the third. But the second full academic year of
fall 2021, spring 2022, the current, what changes in the protocols – you had talked about it just earlier
in this interview – did you see? And did it make life better or more complicated for the resident
assistants?

EW:

So when I got to training for the fall 2021 school year, I was really surprised that COVID wasn't
mentioned at all. They – Not everyone who was on staff that year had been on staff the year before,
so instead of saying we won't be following any of the COVID policies from the year before, they just
went forward assuming that those policies had never been in place.

[32:13]
So it was kind of a shock to me, because not only were masks not required, but I had to ask if masks
were required. It was just assumed that they wouldn't be. In the fall 2020/spring 2021 year, we had
signs on the doors saying masks are required in this building. Wear a mask. And it was, like, it was
all over the building always. You couldn't miss it. Now we have signs that say masks are
recommended. And then they've gone down now to say masks are welcome.
And, really, it's as if the university is pretending that COVID has disappeared or is done being here,
and that was quite a shock to me. There were no mask policies. Residents could visit any building
they wanted to. Residents were not informed of the COVID questionnaire. I had to inform my
residents directly about COVID testing opportunities.
As far as I know, there weren't many COVID quarantine suites open this academic year. Things
changed drastically, and it – For a job that's hold – Like for a job that's entire purpose is to provide
support, I felt completely unsupported. So those changes were unprecedented in my mind, because
there was nothing that we could do. If there are no policies for us to document, then the university
sees that there is nothing wrong.
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When I talked about that resident who wasn't quarantining who was out in common spaces without a
mask on while COVID positive, there were no current policies in place that said he was doing
anything wrong. And he is not the only person in the LLC that did that this academic year.
[34:17]
And we know of a few, but we also know that consequences were not delivered to these individuals
and there was nothing we could do to ask them to quarantine, which was very frustrating to me.
TW:

In this current academic year, were the cleaning supplies, the janitorial, extra wipe-downs –

EW:

Hm-hmm. [affirmative]

TW:

– that we had talked about earlier, twice a day or so –

EW:

Hm-hmm. [affirmative].

TW:

– did they – were they maintained? Was it different than the previous academic year?

EW:

Yeah. So it – The janitorial staff, which has been understaffed in the LLC this year and historically
has been understaffed, they just went back to their duties before COVID, so they would go through
every building, I think one building a day, and, like, vacuum and wipe stuff down as quickly as they
could. But we were still provided with wipes and hand sanitizer and all of that kind of stuff.

TW:

So let's pivot back to your student life –

EW:

Hm-hmm. [affirmative].

TW:

– and the courses that you were taking beginning in the fall of 2020, spring of 2021, and this current
academic year. What has your academic experiences been under the COVID pandemic and some of
the regulations that we have? I know that they have seating charts. They've limited seating. They
have hybrid courses. What were your experience with your courses with business and finance?

EW:

Are you asking about any particular academic time?

TW:

You can start with that first fall of 2020 and work your way to the present.

EW:

Sounds good. So something particular about being in business classes is most individuals inside
business classes, including professors, are conservative.

[36:16]
And all people in these classes understand that. I don't follow the same ideology. And the way that
professors would talk about COVID or masks or about hybrid classes or online class or any kind of
protection for the students was kind of mocked, and I found that to be very frustrating.
I, obviously, had some professors that talked about the efficacy of masks. In one of my classes, we
read a study by Banerjee and Duflo, who did a study about what kinds of masks were most effective.
USU COVID-19 2022: ELISE WILHITE
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So there was a little bit of support there, but most students in my classes haven't been wearing masks.
When it was required, people would often wear masks below their noses or mouths, and it was clear
that they didn't care about COVID. When they weren't in classrooms, their masks were off.
And then this last academic year, masks were not required at all. And this made me very anxious as a
person who has lung issues. So I – I'm very wary of COVID. I've never gotten COVID, but it gives
me really solid anxiety to just be around people breathing all the time.
This semester I had a class that was about 300 people – 250 to 300 people in one room, all business
majors. I walked into my first day of the class, and everyone was sitting down, and I can count on one
hand how many people were wearing masks. And this is just coming back from summer break, which
is a highly infectious time. And I actually had a panic attack that day in class because I could just feel,
you know, all those people who I had assumptions about based on their major, and I was certain that I
was going to get COVID from that class period.
[38:28]
So I actually haven't attended that class since that day. I've watched recorded lectures online, which
my professor was very adamant about not providing. He posts recorded lectures after the classes, but
they're not readily available through Zoom. They're Kaltura recordings. So he has to post them
personally, and he really asks that we don't do that. He stressed that he – that this class was an
in-person class, and he didn't want to offer accommodations to students who wouldn't be attending in
person.
So as a business major, I felt kind of unsupported. I felt out of the norm, and I felt like I was in a
weird bubble that was different from my usual bubble of people concerned about the health of other
people.
So being in business courses was very stressful for me, and I found myself having to sit in the back or
far away from anybody else because I didn't want to put myself or my friends at risk.
TW:

Has over the course of these two years the pandemic or the behavior of faculty or of some of your
fellow students affected your ability to be able to participate in studying? And has it affected, for
instance, your performance in any way?

EW:

It certainly has. As I mentioned, I didn't attend that class at all this semester. And this is two years
since the beginning of COVID. And I've had countless interruptions to my study and my ability to
function as a student since the beginning of COVID, and it – it's just –it's really frustrating to me that
everybody is expected to continue life as normal when clearly things aren't normal.

[40:27]
I'm an economics student, so I understand what's happening economically in the world right now, and
I just see, like, the people around me blaming it on things that don't have anything to do with anything.
I'm getting off on a tangent, and I want to –
TW:

No.
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EW:

– get back to your –

TW:

I think –

EW:

– original question.

TW:

I think you're fine. But I was just – Materially –

EW:

Yeah.

TW:

– did it affect your performance in any way?

EW:

It has. It has affected my performance. I am experiencing burnout to a level that I've never
experienced before. As I mentioned, I am autistic, and I'm experiencing autistic burnout, which is
different and more intense from your average kind of burnout. And because classes have been so
online and because I work where I live and I go to school where I live, it's been incredibly difficult for
me to separate any part of my life from my life.

TW:

So I want to ask about the mental health, the stress, the anxiety, and all that. I've been asking most of
the people that we've been interviewing.

EW:

Hm-hmm. [affirmative]

TW:

But how would you characterize your experience both as resident assistant and as a student at Utah
State University, but, also, maybe, are you getting any kind of indication of how your fellow resident
assistants are bearing under two years of the COVID pandemic?

EW:

Yeah. To answer your first part of that question about the mental health of – Was it my mental
health? I've definitely seen it in decline at a faster rate than I was expecting. I'm on medication as of
this summer, and it's been helping a little bit, but the – it's not sustainable. I had thought about going
to graduate school early in my degree, but I absolutely could not do that at this point.

[42:32]
And then the health of people around me, the mental health?
TW:

Yeah. The mental health of the residents that you –

EW:

Oh, yeah.

TW:

– are trying to help and support as well as maybe your fellow resident assistants. I don't know if you
have regular meetings over Zoom, but do mental health, stress, anxiety discussions occur when you
have these meetings with fellow resident assistants?

EW:

Yeah, they do. In the second year – so fall 2020 to spring 2021 – we didn't receive any extra benefit
or pay for the ridiculous amount of extra work we were doing. So we get paid based on receiving
housing. So we each get a private room, and about $200 a month is the high end of what we receive
as long as – as well as 75 meals to the local dining places, which seems like a lot kind of, maybe, to –
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TW:

Seventy-five meals a semester?

EW:

Yes.

TW:

Okay.

EW:

Yeah. Which is about five meals a week. And with the growing inflation, this amount has not been
enough to supplement living a life without food insecurity, which leads to incredible anxiety. When
COVID hit, I had a very hard time feeding myself economically. Thankfully, we have a food pantry
on campus that I was able to access. But if I hadn't had that, I have no idea what I would have done.
Yeah. So resident assistants I have seen become far more stressed because we've had far more
responsibilities with barely any recognition even.

[44:31]
But what we needed as resident assistants was higher pay or less responsibility or more support from
our supervisors, allowing us to actually carry out job functions.
TGRW: Without naming names, do you have any particularly memorable stories of your fellow students, your
fellow RAs, you know, succeeding, excelling during the pandemic or even faltering, falling short?
EW:

Yeah, that's a great question. So as RAs, every month we are expected to put on initiatives, which is
usually an active event in your community that provides some sort of support for your residents. And
I worked with a resident assistant from when I got hired as an RA for the next year and a half, and
now she works in a different area of campus, but she really thrived being able to accomplish those
kind of initiatives without being able to meet with people in person.
She was – She's very smart. She's very health conscious as well, and she didn't want to put anyone in
her building at risk. So she came up with some really creative ideas of how to support students even
with restrictions on how we can support students. Do you want me to be more specific?

TGRW: Or – Yeah, sure, if you have anything you want to share.
EW:

Yeah. She made – So once COVID hit, we weren't allowed to have in-person programming anymore,
obviously. And this is especially for fall of 2020 through spring of 2021. In-person initiatives are
really hard to actually facilitate.

[46:29]
So she – So most of us did passive initiatives, dropping things off at people's doors, like buying a
pizza and giving them the pizza and then leaving. But she was able to really connect with her
residents. She also managed to do an in-person event that was really COVID safe where the fire
department did fire extinguisher training, which I did this year. It was very fun. Where the fire
department lights fires, and then the residents practice using a fire extinguisher to put them out. And
she managed to organize that in a way that was completely COVID compliant, which I thought was
really cool.
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TGRW: Speaking to your own experiences, is there any way that you – Are there any specific stories that you
feel exemplify where you've succeeded during the pandemic or even where you did fall short?
EW:

Yeah. That's – Let me think about that one for a second. During that really difficult semester of fall
2020 to spring 2021, I cite that as more difficult because we were given so much for responsibility
with so little support, as I said before. But that semester I was really able to foster a sense of
community in my community, where people were really discouraged from interacting with each other.
And that was very difficult to do, but my residents, I found common interests with them, and I was
able to connect them in a way that wouldn't put each other in harm's way. And that – That was
probably one of my best achievements.
I have helped people out. I have a lot of experience with the Title IX office as well as with the mental
health resources on campus.

[48:25]
And because I am able to handle those kind of things with grace and experience, I imagine that that
has been helpful for residents as well, although that's not really COVID specific. We did have some
pretty hefty Title IX issues happening last semester specifically in my area of campus, and that was
something that I was able to help with.
TGRW: So coming way from it all –
EW:

Hm-hmm. [affirmative].

TGRW: – what do you feel the most significant lessons you've taken away personally, academically?
EW:

I'm a little sorry to say that I've been disillusioned throughout this whole experience.

TGRW: Why?
EW:

I – When I was first hired as an RA, I saw all the opportunities I had to connect residents with
resources on campus, how many resources I had, how many resources the campus provided, and, like,
all of the opportunities I had there, but then I was able to see first-hand how much got brushed under
the rug and how little the university seemed to take seriously, and I became really frustrated.
I was filing my concerns as incident reports. I was talking to my supervisor on a biweekly basis. And
it seemed that nothing was really getting done. The university needed to be run as a business, and I
saw myself as a lower rung of that business that was a little bit discarded. So that was frustrating.

[50:12]
And it kind of – I don't know, I used to want to get into politics, and COVID taught me that I don't
think I'd be able to make any kind of meaningful change because if I wasn't able to make a change at
the university when I could speak directly to the people who were instituting policy, then how could I
do it on a grander scheme when it follows the same kind of roadblocks. So I know that's not really the
same kind of applicability to university life in general, but COVID has kind of made me grow up in a
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way that I wasn't ready for. I'm 20 years old now, and I'm kind of disappointed at how I spent the
remainder of my teenage years and how things aren't really looking up at this point. Sorry to end on
such a depressing note.
TW:

Ellie, is there anything else you would like to add about your resident life or your academic
experiences with the COVID pandemic at Utah State University?

EW:

Let me see. I have learned the importance of true transparency, especially in like a bureaucratic
setting. When letters from the president of the university was sent out to the students, I saw the
impact that that had, and I saw students see through a lot of the information that was given to them.
So COVID really taught me the importance of transparency and treating adults like adults.

[52:18]
TW:

Ellie Wilhite, I would like to thank you for your time this afternoon discussing your experiences
through the COVID pandemic at Utah State University.

EW:

Thank you.

TGRW: Thank you.

[End recording – 52:31]
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